Herpes simplex virus infections in pulmonary cytology rarely represent pulmonary disease but remain a marker for mortality risk.
Herpes simplex virus (HSV) infection can be diagnosed in pulmonary cytology specimens. We sought to determine the clinical significance of this finding. Our medical records were searched for cases of HSV infection diagnosed in cytology specimens and the results compared with those in the literature. In our sample, 9 patients had HSV inclusions. All patients had pulmonary disease, 8 of 9 had multi-organ system disease, and 8 of 9 had been treated with either steroids or chemotherapy. Patients were either not treated with antiviral therapy (6 of 9) or treated for oral with or without cutaneous disease only (3 of 9). Two patients died; pulmonary infection was confirmed in only 1 patient. Compared with prior series, the number of cases with 10 or fewer cells with inclusions was significantly higher (89% versus 17%, P < 0.001). Compared with prior series, most patients with HSV inclusions in pulmonary cytology specimens have fewer cells with inclusions, have oral and or cutaneous disease as well, and are not treated for pulmonary HSV. Nevertheless, this finding is associated with a risk of death, from both pulmonary infection and/or comorbid disease.